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7. Prophet Muḥammad is the ‘excellent exemplar’
without limitation or qualification

In chapter thirty-three of the glorious Qur’ān, Allah the exalted furnishes us with the following
indisputable statement. He says:

ﯾرا
ِ ﻟﱠﻘَ ْد َﻛﺎنَ ﻟَﻛُ ْم ِﻓﻲ َرﺳُو ِل ﱠ
ً  َﻛ ِﺛ+ا
َ  أُﺳ َْوة ٌ َﺣ+ا
َ ﺳﻧَﺔ ٌ ِﻟّ َﻣن َﻛﺎنَ ﯾَ ْر ُﺟو ﱠ
َ  َو ْاﻟﯾَ ْو َم ْاﻵ ِﺧ َر َوذَﻛ ََر ﱠ+ا
Certainly, you have in the Messenger of Allah an excellent exemplar for him who hopes in Allah
and the latter day and remembers Allah much. 1

As demonstrated unequivocally in the verse, the Prophet (peace be upon him) has been
described as the ‘ustwatun ḥasana’, the most perfect and complete exemplar. This absolute
general statement has been made without any limitation or qualification. However, in
relation to the leader of all pious people, Ibrāhim the friend of Allah (peace and blessings be
upon him), Allah has said:

1

Qur’ān 33: 21
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ْ ﻗَ ْد ﻛَﺎﻧ
 َﻛﻔ َْرﻧَﺎ+ا
ِ ُون ﱠ
َ َت ﻟَﻛُ ْم أُﺳ َْوة ٌ َﺣ
ِ ﯾم َواﻟﱠذِﯾنَ َﻣﻌَﮫ ُ ِإ ْذ ﻗَﺎﻟُوا ِﻟﻘَ ْو ِﻣ ِﮭ ْم ِإﻧﱠﺎ ﺑ ُ َرآ ُء ِﻣﻧﻛُ ْم َو ِﻣ ﱠﻣﺎ ﺗ َ ْﻌﺑُد ُونَ ِﻣن د
َ ﺳﻧَﺔ ٌ ِﻓﻲ ِإﺑ َْرا ِھ
ُﯾم ِﻷ َ ِﺑﯾ ِﮫ َﻷ َ ْﺳﺗ َ ْﻐ ِﻔ َر ﱠن ﻟَ َك َو َﻣﺎ أ َ ْﻣ ِﻠك
ِ ﺿﺎ ُء أَﺑَدًا َﺣﺗ ﱠ ٰﻰ ﺗُؤْ ِﻣﻧُوا ِﺑ ﱠ
َ ِﺑﻛُ ْم َوﺑَدَا ﺑَ ْﯾﻧَﻧَﺎ َوﺑَ ْﯾﻧَﻛُ ُم ْاﻟﻌَدَ َاوة ُ َو ْاﻟﺑَ ْﻐ
َ  َو ْﺣدَه ُ ِإ ﱠﻻ ﻗَ ْو َل ِإﺑ َْرا ِھ+ﺎ
ﯾر
َ  ِﻣن+ا
ِ ﻟَ َك ِﻣنَ ﱠ
ُ ﺻ
ِ ﺷ ْﻲ ٍء ﱠرﺑﱠﻧَﺎ َﻋﻠَﯾ َْك ﺗ ََو ﱠﻛ ْﻠﻧَﺎ َو ِإﻟَﯾ َْك أَﻧَ ْﺑﻧَﺎ َو ِإﻟَﯾ َْك ْاﻟ َﻣ
Indeed, there is for you a good example in Ibrāhim and those with him when they said to their
people: Surely, we are clear of you and of what you serve besides Allah; we declare ourselves to be
clear of you and enmity and hatred have appeared between us and you forever until you believe in
Allah alone-- but not in what Ibrāhim said to his father: I would certainly ask forgiveness for you,
and I do not control for you aught from Allah - our Lord! Upon you do we rely and to you do we
turn, and to you is the eventual coming. 2

Allah made him a ‘uswatun ḥasana’ only in the matter of allegiance since he was free and
disassociated from his people who insisted on disbelief and were outspoken in their hostility
towards him as demonstrated by them attempting to murder him (peace be upon him).
Though, Allah mentioned an acceptable excuse for him for asking forgiveness for his father.
He also praised him for ceasing to ask forgiveness – after the excuse ceased to exist. Allah,
whose names are blessed, says:

ﯾم َﻷ َ ﱠواه ٌ َﺣ ِﻠﯾ ٌم
ِ ﯾم ِﻷ َ ِﺑﯾ ِﮫ ِإ ﱠﻻ َﻋن ﱠﻣ ْو ِﻋدَةٍ َو َﻋدَھَﺎ ِإﯾﱠﺎه ُ ﻓَﻠَ ﱠﻣﺎ ﺗَﺑَﯾﱠنَ ﻟَﮫ ُ أَﻧﱠﮫ ُ َﻋد ُ ﱞو ِ ّ ﱠ
ُ َو َﻣﺎ َﻛﺎنَ ا ْﺳ ِﺗ ْﻐﻔ
َ  ﺗَﺑَ ﱠرأ َ ِﻣ ْﻧﮫ ُ ِإ ﱠن ِإﺑ َْرا ِھ+
َ َﺎر ِإﺑ َْرا ِھ
And Ibrāhim asking forgiveness for his father was only owing to a promise which he had made to
him; but when it became clear to him that he was an enemy of Allah, he declared himself to be
clear of him; most surely Ibrāhim was very tender-hearted, forbearing. 3

Yet Allah made an exception from the good example and leadership of Ibrāhim (peace be
upon him), which is his asking forgiveness for his father, though he was intending only the
good and was excused in doing that. By Allah, Ibrāhim (peace be upon him) did not commit
an impermissible deed or a sin. He just did only the less desirable with a good intention and
while being dutiful to his father. He asked forgiveness because it was originally permitted and
2
3

Qur’ān 60: 4
Qur’ān 9: 114
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allowed to be done. At that time, he was not ordered otherwise but he abandoned it when
Allah prohibited it explicitly.
In contradistinction to the matter of Ibrāhim (peace be upon him), it was never
mentioned in the Qur’ān that the leader of Prophets and the master of all sent messengers,
the nearest one to the Lord of the worlds, Muḥammad ibn Abdallah (peace be upon him) was
excluded from being taken as an example to be necessarily guided. This fact when considered
with evidences that following his example is Allah’s command, necessarily proves that he is
the good and infallible example in all his words and deeds with no exceptions whatsoever.
The verses mentioned above provide a compelling evidential basis: as outlined by the verse:
‘I do not follow anything but that which is revealed to me’ (Surah al-An’ām verse 50, Surah
Yunus verse 10 and Surah al-Aḥqāf verse 9); then with the verse ‘Certainly you have in the
Messenger of Allah an excellent exemplar for him who hopes in Allah and the latter day and
remembers Allah much.’ (Surah al-Aḥ’zāb verse 21) and with the verses: ‘Say: If you love Allah,
then follow me, Allah will love you and forgive you your faults and Allah is forgiving, merciful.
Say: Obey Allah and the Apostle; but if they turn back, then surely Allah does not love the
kāfireen’ (Surah al-I’mrān verses 32/33). Considering these evidences together we can
necessarily conclude that the Prophet’s (peace be upon him) deeds are an infallible revelation
that can be considered an excellent example without any qualification or limitation
whatsoever.
Another key principle that can be outlined from what has been presented thus far:
whatever the Prophet (peace be upon him) did after revelation began can never be prohibited
for the rest of his Ummah, unless it has been categorically proven that it relates only to what
is specifically legislated for him. Hence his acts can be emulated and followed without fear
or hardship. Yet performing mere acts does not make them obligatory or even desirable,
except by virtue of clear evidence to that effect. It is inconceivable that the Prophet (peace
be upon him) could have performed an undesirable act unless there was a material evidence
to show that he performed it only to prove that no one who performs it would be committing
something unlawful outright. Though abstaining from performing such a deed would be
better. This is partly one of the requirements of being designated as ustwatun ḥasana.
Likewise, abstinence from a certain act would provide striking proof that this deed is not
obligatory on Ummah. Besides, there should be evidence to support the prohibition, the
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undesirability, or just the permissibility of a deed. It is inconceivable that the Prophet (peace
be upon him) would cease to perform a desirable deed, unless he had an evidence showing
that he just ceased to perform it to prove that ceasing to perform it is not a questionable
matter, so as not to burden his Ummah, or for any other reasons that will be discussed in due
course. Again, these are some of the requirements of being designated as ustwatun ḥasana.
It is impossible for the Prophet (peace be upon him) to perform a deed which is prohibited
for his Ummah or to leave what is obligatory for his Ummah. Although it is possible that he
may perform something that is of a different category than the former, such as abandoning a
desirable deed or performing a disliked deed. This would be a ‘sin’ for want of a better word
between himself and Allah, though it is most definitely not a sin when performed by a
member of his Ummah. This is the only meaning which is contextually compatible with the
previous verses, or with other verses definitely stating that the Prophet’s words and deeds
are infallible. The meaning is also relevant to other texts that appeared as vague to some
people.
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